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Abstract 
Our world is shrinking in terms of the real distances among people. We can see and talk with each other instantly and people 
move between countries on a daily basis. It is common to have students in public schools speak fifty or more languages. Schools, 
teachers, students, and parents have to work together to develop effective pedagogical and social strategies for new internat ional 
students and native students. How we decide to work with all of our students in schools affects students in their everyday lives 
both inside and outside of school. In schools adults create rules and make decisions based on what we think is best for students. 
Professional educators have the best of intentions for their students and believe that what we do increases the quality of education 
and life for our students and believe that what we do increases the quality of education and life for our students. Most of the time 
though we forget to get input from one group of experts who understand what life is like as a new international students for 
whom the native language is different from their languages. This group of experts of course consists of the students who actually 
live through the experiences of being new students who do not or barely understand the native language of their schools. 
We decided to ask a group of international students what they believe would be the most helpful for them. These students and 
their advisor visited our small liberal arts college and talked with our admissions people, our Associate Dean of Education and 
visited classes to talk with pre service teachers. The advisor and one of the students also visited seven classes of teachers during a 
summer institute. These experts in the real life field of education (the international students) eloquently explained to all of us 
what they believe we should know about teaching students like them. Their voices were articulate, authentic, passionate and 
engaging. We learned much more in a few meetings with these young people than we have learned in years of professional 
development. Our conclusion is that the voices of this group of experts must be heard in schools in every nation. This article is an 
attempt to allow people to think more about the expertness of our students and to develop processes to gain from the expertise. 
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1. Introduction 
Our world is shrinking in terms of the real distances among people. We can see and talk with each other instantly 
and people move between countries on a daily basis. The faces that we work with on a daily basis are changing 
(Johnson & Lichter, 2010). It is common to have students in public schools speak fifty or more languages. Schools, 
teachers, students, and parents have to work together to develop effective pedagogical and social strategies for new 
international students and native students. How we decide to work with all of our students in schools affects students 
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in their everyday lives both inside and outside of school. In schools adults create rules and make decisions based on 
what we think is best for students. Professional educators have the best of intentions for their students and believe 
that what we do increases the quality of education and life for our students. Most of the time though we forget to get 
input from one group of experts who understand what life is like as a new international students for whom the native 
language is different from their languages. This group of experts of course consists of the students who actually live 
through the experiences of being new students who do not or barely understand the native language of their schools.  
 Decisions for educational institutions have been made by different groups of people for many different reasons. 
There are two groups of important people that seem to be left out of the decision making process on a regular basis. 
Both groups happen to be the people most responsible for implementing most of the initiatives decided by others 
who purport to understand what is best for education in many countries. The two groups most often left out of the 
initiation stages of the decision making process are teachers and students (Fullan, 2007). It would seem that the most 
important decisions made for any profession or group of people should include those most expert in the field. For 
some reason it appears that people who do not teach and who are no longer students believe they know best what 
should work in schools. Who knows best what occurs in schools? Who can tell us what is happening on a daily basis 
have the experiences and understandings to at least part of the expert groups giving important input into those 
decisions which will most affect their working and future lives (Preble & Gordon, 2011).  
Premier Yuri Andropov: 
Dear Mr. Andropov,  
My name is Samantha Smith. I am ten years old. Congratulations on your new job. I have been worrying about 
Russia and the United States getting into a nuclear war. Are you going to vote to have a war or not? If you aren't 
please tell me how you are going to help to not have a war. This question you do not have to answer, but I would 
like to know why you want to conquer the world or at least our country. God made the world for us to live together 




Much to the surprise of many Samantha received the following reply: 
Dear Samantha,  
I received your letter, which is like many others that have reached me recently from your country and from other 
countries around the world.  
It seems to me I can tell by your letter that you are a courageous and honest girl, resembling Becky, the friend 
of Tom Sawyer in the famous book of your compatriot Mark Twain. This book is well known and loved in our 
country by all boys and girls.  
You write that you are anxious about whether there will be a nuclear war between our two countries. And you 
ask are we doing anything so that war will not break out.  
Your question is the most important of those that every thinking man can pose. I will reply to you seriously and 
honestly.  
Yes, Samantha, we in the Soviet Union are trying to do everything so that there will not be war on Earth. This is 
what every Soviet man wants. This is what the great founder of our state, Vladimir Lenin, taught us.  
Soviet people well know what a terrible thing war is. Forty-two years ago, Nazi Germany which strove for 
supremacy over the whole world, attacked our country, burned and destroyed many thousands of our towns and 
villages, killed millions of Soviet men, women and children.  
In that war, which ended with our victory, we were in alliance with the United States: together we fought for the 
liberation of many people from the Nazi invaders. I hope that you know about this from your history lessons in 
school. And today we want very much to live in peace, to trade and cooperate with all our neighbors on this earth
with those far away and those nearby. And certainly with such a great country as the United States of America.  
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In America and in our country there are nuclear weapons terrible weapons that can kill millions of people in an 
instant. But we do not want them to be ever used. That's precisely why the Soviet Union solemnly declared 
throughout the entire world that never never will it use nuclear weapons first against any country. In general we 
propose to discontinue further production of them and to proceed to the abolition of all the stockpiles on earth.  
It seems to me that this is a sufficient answer to your second question: "Why do you want to wage war against the 
whole world or at least the United States?" We want nothing of the kind. No one in our country neither workers, 
peasants, writers nor doctors, neither grown-ups nor children, nor members of the government want either a big 
or "little" war.  
We want peace there is something that we are occupied with: growing wheat, building and inventing, writing 
books and flying into space. We want peace for ourselves and for all peoples of the planet. For our children and for 
you, Samantha.  
I invite you, if your parents will let you, to come to our country, the best time being this summer. You will find out 
about our country, meet with your contemporaries, visit an international children's camp "Artek" on the sea. And 
see for yourself: in the Soviet Union, everyone is for peace and friendship among peoples.  
 




People in countries around the world were arming for what many determined to be the inevitable nuclear war that 
people thought was about to erupt any day. All over the world people were living in fear of the day would the end of 
the world would begin at the finger tips of the leaders afraid to talk directly with one another. Samantha Smith did 
what the so called experts could not  negotiate a way to talk about peace through caring about the lives of all 
people. Her efforts were seen as treasonous by many Americans but this little girl knew better than to give in to fear 
and hatred. Her efforts changed the world for the better (Preble & Gordon, 2011).  
incipal I stopped to put gas in my car. One of my former students 
approached me and told me that now that I was the principal of the high school I had to do something to get him 
(many of his friends) to graduate from high school. I asked him to tell me what he was talking about and he 
could figure out a way to make a real place for them in the high school. 
When I returned to my new office that day there was an envelope from the state department of education sitting 
on my desk. I opened the envelope and I found an application inside for a number of adult programs supported by 
the state. One of the options was an adult diploma program. As I read the description, pictures of students like Fred, 
Carly, SueAnne and others flew through my head. I reached out to some of these students and asked the
 
program already existed in the state and I thought that I could get permission from my boss to apply. She told me if I 
could make it happen they would show up. 
One of my teacher friends helped complete the application. I talked with the program director for the state who 
encouraged us to apply and receive a small grant ($1,200). The superintendent signed off on the grant and on the 
final day of applications we drove our application to the state department. Two weeks later we received our 
acceptance letter. One of our school guidance people volunteered to assist in the process and we quickly developed 
our in-take system and forms, hired an English teacher, sent out letters to our known dropouts, advertised in the 
local papers, and asked Fred and his friends to spread the word. The state director told me that we could expect ten 
to twelve students for our first class. On the first evening thirty-two students showed up. The teacher, guidance 
counselor and I processed all of the students and then we talked about what they needed from us and what we 
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needed from them to make this work. I hired a second teacher with the promise that I would figure out a way to get 
the money to pay her.  
That group of students taught us how to teach them, and with that information we developed classes in biology, 
math, U. S. history, American Government, art, literature, and a work study program. The program has had more 
than 350 students, from the ages of 18 to 72, graduate since its inception. Students from ten different school districts 
now attend the program, and the program has been vetted by the U. S. Marine Corps as a tier one program for its 
recruits. The program works for three reasons: 1. Students taught us what the program should be. 2. A dedicated 
staff willing to listen to their students. 3. The process gives students authentic ways to learn and legitimately earn 
their high school diplomas.  
2. Process 
Anna-Marie DiPasquale works for Lutheran Social Services as a social worker at one of our large local schools, 
Concord High School. She works closely with new American students from Nepal, Bhutan, the Congo, 
Afghanistan, Somalia, and Russia who are at great risk of dropping out of the high school. To encourage these 
students to stay in school, she arranged for them to visit New England College. On the visit the students met with 
our admissions people and me to discuss their educational experiences and their potential for college. The students 
then met -service teachers. During our Summer Institute 
Anna-Marie and one of her students met with 50 teachers and our instructors. This fall Anna-Marie and her students 
met with more pre-service teachers and other students in an evening presentation/discussion. At each session the 
students discussed their ideas about what they want teachers and other students to know about them as people and as 
students. The goal was to gather the information from the real experts  those students who live through the 
experience of living in a country in which the native language is not the language of these students.  
Simona Laurian is a professor at the University of Oradea in Oradea, Romania. Simona discovered that the local 
elementary school in her section of Oradea is also working with students for whom Romanian is not their native 
language. She has interviewed 4 students to gain their perspectives about what teachers need to know about them in 
order to assist them in their educational progress. 
Our question is simple: What do pre-service and in-service teachers need to know about their language (English 
Language Learners or Romanian Language Learners) students in order to afford these students the best possible 
education
develop programs that meet their needs in order to create learning environments and activities that respect our 
students and their experiences. Thi
(Preble & Fitzgerald, 2012) as we contemplate what we teach, how we teach and how we treat each other in the 
process.  
3. Results 
The first realization we gathered from this process is that every new student to a nation has a story. When 
students shared their stories of fleeing wars, spending years in camps, and finally arriving in a country where they 
could feel safe for their lives our instructors and students were amazed. One stud
things that happen in my life. After listening to you I realize that I have a great life and my issues are miniscule 
hat 
teachers need to know the stories of their students so that teachers can see their new students in a real context. One 
of the visiting students told us that she believes that every student has a story to tell. She believes that if all teachers 
knew the stories of all of their students then they could adjust their teaching more effectively for their students. So, 
lesson number one: All teachers should learn about the stories of their students. 
Related to the first realization is the notion that all of our students should know the stories of their new peers. 
Teachers, they believe, should develop ways for students to share their stories with each other. Students believe that 
their peers will be more willing to accept them if they understand who they are and from where they have come. 
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Students told us that they want to be accepted as regular students and that cannot happen if students do not know 
who they are. One of the teachers from Romania described how she had been approached by a parent about a 
student from Korea. The parent asked the teacher He 
told the teacher that he should send the student back from where he came. Not knowing people and their stories can 
cause fear and resentment in people. The students with whom we talked experienced the results of this fear and 
misunderstandings.  
The third realization we gathered from our students is that they are intelligent people. One of our pre-service 
nglish as a second language. It is English as a third, fourth or fifth 
they could speak one language fluently. Everyone raised their hands. Then he asked those students to keep their 
hands raised if they speak two languages fluently. All of our pre-service students put their hands down and every 
ELL student kept her/his hand up. Then Bill asked about three languages. A few ELL students put their hands down. 
Then Bill asked about four and five languages. All of the hands went down when Bill reached seven. In other words, 
every ELL student from this group of twenty-two students speaks at least three languages. These students are all 
very intelligent and our revelation was that teachers need to understand that we are dealing with very intelligent 
students. In the Romanian group of students two of the four students were identified by teachers as the top math 
students in their classes. Some teachers 
do not need watered down curriculum they need ways to understand the material in the language they are learning. 
This idea of the intelligence of the students led to four recommendations from our language learners. First, every 
student indicated that they wanted more time and assistance to work with the curriculum. In Romania one student 
st parents who can afford it hire tutors to work with their 
students. These students are intelligent and want to learn, and they are willing to put in the time it will take to be 
successful. Second, these students want to learn the native language of the school. One student said, I want teacher 
to make correct me. I want to learn. Not just teacher say nothing.  When asked if he wants to learn English well, a 
huge smile came across his face  
is important to these students but like any subject matter for students everywhere teachers need to assist the students 
in their learning. Third, students want teachers to understand how frustrating it is for them to be so intelligent and 
not be able to say what their understandings, questions, and frustrations are in ways that teachers and other students 
understand what they are attempting to say. One student explained his frustration 
I feel frustrated. I speak three language, but not understood. English not good. In my school, I cannot say my heart. I 
0) and it is 
extremely frustrating to feel incompetent and to think that people around you believe that you are not competent or 
extra time to process information and questions. A young lady explained the process as entailing the following 
English inside my mind, and get English words -Marie explained that from her research the process the 
student explained takes about twenty-five seconds to accomplish. The issue is not that the students cannot develop 
the correct answers or solutions to classroom questions. If teachers do not wait for the processing time then these 
students (and native speaking students who process language slowly) do not gain the opportunity to complete their 
thinking. From a personal experience, one day I, Carlton, received a phone call from my daughter who was visiting 
in France. Usually, Kati calls and asks how I am doing and then asks to speak with her mom. On this day though she 
think and 
through the process described by our language learners. She was on vacation for a few weeks but our students are 
living through this process every day for years.  
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The fourth revelation we gathered from the language learning students was that students want help to become 
members of their classes and the school. This process plays out in different ways for the students. First, students 
want to feel like they are part of the class. One student suggested that teachers should introduce the students to each 
other. She said that she wanted to know the other students and she wanted the other students to know her. One of our 
pre-service teacher students shared with us that she was in a class with an ELL student. She described how she had 
wanted to get to know her new classmate but she did not know how to approach the new student. Teachers, they 
suggested, should create activities to assist students in getting to know each other. A second issue related to not 
knowing each other shows itself in students laughing at the ELL/RLL students when their speech is not fluent. Our 
students explained that when students know the stories of the language learners and they understand that they 
already know three or four languages, their attitudes change. The laughter is born in ignorance and the students wish 
that teachers would help both the language learners and the rest of the students to understand and know each other. 
One of our students shared her story about her experiences living in and fleeing from Darfur. The room was 
mesmerized by her story - nobody was worried about the lack of perfection of her English. A few weeks ago I, 
Carlton, was observing a student teacher who was working with students with special needs. As we were walking 
through the corridors, three groups of students approached individuals in the class. They spoke with the students by 
name, asked how they were doing, and told them they would see them on Friday. After the observation I asked 
 
if the students were given instructions about what they should be doing and if they were asked to approach their 
peers with special needs in the corridor. She explained that the only direction was to sit, talk and get to know their 
new peers. The rest just happens normally from that process. The third issue that the language students shared was 
group work. They believe that working with their peers in groups is critical to their learning but that teachers need to 
make the process work. They would like teachers to make sure they are chosen for good groups (e.g. teacher assigns 
groups). If students are left to their own devices to get into groups, the language learners are often left out. Once in 
groups, language learners can also be left out so they suggested that teachers should monitor and intervene to make 
sure that all of the students can become involved in the group work.  
4. Discussion 
From our discussions with language learners we know that all these students have important stories to tell. Many 
have experiences that should be shared with as many people as possible. All of them have stories that should be 
shared with their classmates. We also learned that all of our students have stories that should be shared with their 
classmates. Developing ways for students to get to know each other and their life stories not only are good for our 
language learning students, they are good for everyone. This process is critical for teachers to set the stage for what 
Caine, Caine, Klimek, & McClintic (2008) call Relaxed Alertness, the state in which students feel supported and 
- s to create an environment in which 
students can prosper emotionally and academically (Fitzgerald, 2003). Taking advantage of the expertise of our 
students (Preble & Gordon, 2011) helps everybody (adults and students) learn more. We have the gift of primary 
source material sitting right in front of us. Is there a better way to learn about the world than to have experts from 
around the world in our classes? We should develop as many ways as possible to use the expertise of our students  
cooperative learning, peer tutors, student presentations in social studies classes, lunch groups, world clubs, etc. The 
number of ideas is only limited by our thinking. Teachers are creative and we should use that creativity to broaden 
the understandings of all of our students.  
We also should use the fact that we have motivated and intelligent students in our classes who yearn to learn 
more. All of our students can be inspired by this motivation to learn. We often forget how important education is for 
the development of the world. It is easy to get caught up in the day-to-day business and forget that what we are 
doing is a calling. Teaching is not just a job. Teaching is one of the few professions that can make a transformative 
difference for our students. We need to support each other in the field and remember how important what we do is 
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for our students and for our world. The sayings about education are too easy to see as trite and old fashioned. 
Teachers have the opportunity to change how the world works and our global students have much to teach us and 
our native students. We hope that we will be internally called to act in ways that help our students become who they 
are meant to be. If we allow our students to inspire us then we may be able to inspire more of our students. The 
world is changing quickly and this may be a time in history when future people look back and write about the 21st 
century as being a turning in human history. Our sense is that opportunity is knocking and we have a choice to open 
the door and walk into a new understanding of the world around us. Or we can keep doing the same things in the 
same way. If we do not take advantage of the opportunity in front of us then history will tell a different story.  
Our final thought is that one of the most important goals that we can set for ourselves is to assist our students in 
developing their voice. We can give our students opportunities to have a voice in our classes and in our schools. 
Students will not develop their voice unless we teach them that they should have a voice. Their voice will not grow 
unless we teach them how to grow and give them opportunities to practice. That means we have to listen to our 
students; we have to believe in their expertness; we have to develop their expertness; we should have them share 
their expertness with each other and their communities. If the goal of public schooling is to help students develop 
the knowledge and skills to be positive and productive citizens in a shrinking world ten we have to grow their 
expertise. They need to understand the world around them and beyond them; they need to expand their minds and 
their understandings of different kinds of people. Our students must learn to respect themselves and other people 
throughout the world. We have the opportunity to give our students the gift of life-long learning but it will not 
happen on its own. It will take the hard work and creative abilities of dedicated teachers who believe in the expertise 
of their students. If anybody can make it happen, teachers can. 
So, where do we begin? Let me leave with the following words that may come from a Chassidic rabbi on his 
deathbed: 
When I was young, I set out to change the world. When I grew a little older, I perceived that this was too 
ambitious, so I set out to change my country. This, too, I realized as I grew older was too ambitious, so I set 
out to change my community. When I realized that I could not even do this, I tried to change my family. 
Now, as an old man, I know that I should have started with myself; maybe then I would have succeeded in 
changing my family, the community, and, who knows, maybe even the world. 
Begin where you are with your students in your school. Know that you are making a difference. Who knows 
where that will lead you? Wherever that is though will be a great place. 
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